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A team of US and Mexican scientists has found no evidence that genetically modified (GM) corn
has taken hold in the Sierra de Juarez in Oaxaca state, where bioengineered plants were discovered
in 2000. Researchers from the Instituto Nacional de Ecologia (INE), the Comision Nacional para el
Conocimiento y uso de la Biodiversidad en Mexico (CONABIO), and Ohio State University based
their conclusion on a careful analysis of seeds taken from 125 fields at 18 sites near the area where
the bioengineered corn had originally been discovered.
The scientists said DNA sequences that had been detected in corn samples in 2001 and 2002 showed
some evidence of genetically modified corn. These sequences were no longer present in samples
collected in 2003 and 2004, the scientists said in the study published in the Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences. "We now know that genetically modified corn is not being cultivated
in Oaxaca," said Ohio State researcher Allison Snow.
The original discovery of the altered corn in Oaxaca raised concerns that altered seeds would
mix and eventually destroy native varieties (see SourceMex, 2000-10-25). The altered corn was
discovered by scientists David Quist and Ignacio Chapela, who published their results in the British
scientific journal Nature (see SourceMex, 2002-05-08). The Mexican government banned planting
GM corn in 1998, partly because of pressure from environmental organizations like Greenpeace (see
SourceMex, 1999-10-13).
But Greenpeace and the other environmental and indigenous organizations have not been
successful in their efforts to ban imports of GM corn, the majority of which originates in the US.
Since 1996, US seed companies have been marketing genetically modified corn that has been bred to
resist insects and pesticides.
The concern about imports of GM corn was even brought to the Commission for Environmental
Cooperation (CEC), an agency created under the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA).
In 2004, the CEC issued a report saying that imports of modified corn posed enough of a concern
to merit the creation of special monitoring systems and an early-alert mechanism (see SourceMex,
2002-05-08 and 2004-03-17).

Scientists caution against wider interpretation of study
The recent binational report cautioned that the results only concern the fields studied in the Sierra
de Juarez and should not be applied to other regions without adequate studies. Furthermore, the
scientific team also cautioned that the GM corn could still pose a potential danger to local crops.
"[Our study] does not mean that the current situation cannot be altered," the researchers said.
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 51987
ISSN: 1054-8890

Greenpeace took a similar position. "The fact that contaminated corn was not found in Oaxaca
does not guarantee that it has disappeared nor that we are safe from a future contamination," said
Gustavo Ampugnani, coordinator of the organization's campaign to ban GM corn entirely from
Mexico. "This is especially a concern because the government continues to allow imports of altered
corn."
Some members of the Mexican scientific community, however, have taken the opposite view and
have urged the government to allow plantings of GM corn. Jose Luis Solleiro, who works at the
Instituto de Biotecnologia at Universidad Nacional de Mexico (UNAM), said Mexico should not
discard any alternative to help improve crops. For example, he said, traditional Mexican corn only
yields about 4.3 metric tons per hectare, while some varieties of genetically modified corn can
produce 5.5 MT per ha.
Francisco Bolivar Zapata, a member of the Academia Mexicana de Ciencias (AMC), said some of
the modified corn varieties that are able to fight pests naturally could actually prove beneficial to
Mexican agriculture. "Some of the pesticides now being used, like DDT, cause diseases like cancer
and liver damage," Bolivar told the Mexico City daily newspaper La Cronica de Hoy. "Additionally,
they cause damage to the environment because they do not biodegrade." [Sources: Proceedings of
the National Academy of Sciences (www.pnas.org); Spanish news service EFE, 08/08/05, 08/09/05;
The New York Times, 08/09/05; La Jornada, 08/10/05, 08/13/05; La Cronica de Hoy, 08/09/05,
08/15/05]
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